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            INTRODUCTION

            
        
          PUTIN AND ZELENSKY
        
      

         

         ‘Just putting ourselves in coffins and waiting for foreign soldiers to come is not something we are prepared to do.’ President Volodymyr Zelensky of Ukraine was in full oratorical flight in Munich as he addressed Western dignitaries. It was 19 February 2022, an audacious date for Zelensky to have stepped out of his capital city, Kyiv, since war clouds were thickening over Ukraine and the storm could break at any moment. ‘We will defend our beautiful land, with or without the support of partners.’ Support is precisely what he was there to ask for, and why he had risked the trip: ‘This is your contribution to the security of Europe and the world. Where Ukraine has been a reliable shield for eight years.’1

         Eight years was the time during which Ukraine had battled Russia’s proxy forces in the eastern Donbas region, but this time things looked truly bleak. To the north, east and south of Ukraine, Russia’s legions were poised to invade. The American and British governments now broadcast regular warnings about an imminent major Russian attack, but these countries also ruled out sending their own soldiers to fight alongside the Ukrainians. While Ukraine had xfriends aplenty, it had no treaty allies whose armies were obliged to defend it. Ukraine’s bid to join the North Atlantic Treaty Organization military alliance had stalled many years beforehand, leaving it bereft of NATO’s collective defence guarantee.

         Sitting at his desk some 850 kilometres from Kyiv in the Kremlin, President Vladimir Putin finally revealed his hand in a televised evening address on 21 February. Having denied for months that Russia would commit to battle the troops it had amassed around Ukraine, he now said the opposite. Flanked by a flag depicting Russia’s imperial motif of a two-headed eagle, he claimed that ‘the situation in Donbas has reached a critical, acute stage’, wilfully ignoring the fact that Russia had transformed the Donbas into a war zone in the first place in 2014.

         Putin continued, ‘I consider it necessary to take a long overdue decision and to immediately recognise the independence and sovereignty of the Donetsk People’s Republic and the Luhansk People’s Republic,’ naming the Donbas proxy statelets propped up by Russia. But there were far bigger issues at stake: ‘I would like to emphasise again that Ukraine is not just a neighbouring country for us. It is an inalienable part of our own history, culture and spiritual space.’2 The temerity, Putin conveyed – how could these Ukrainians, whom he called ‘comrades’ and ‘relatives’, ever have contemplated forging their own independent path away from Russia?

         The tale of these Presidents, Zelensky and Putin, encapsulates some of the deeper matters at hand. ‘Volodymyr’ is the Ukrainian equivalent of the Russian name ‘Vladimir’, and both names mean ‘ruler of the world’ (as derived from volodity myrom). While the Ukrainian and Russian languages are separate east Slavic languages, they are in part mutually intelligible (only in part, however: one should say dyakuyu to thank Ukrainians and spasibo to thank xiRussians, for instance, and pronounce the softer Kyiv in Ukrainian rather than the harder Kiev in Russian).3 Just as the Ukrainian and Russian languages share a lineage but are distinct in their evolution, Zelensky and Putin were both born in the Soviet Union but could not be further apart in what they now represent.

         The almost seventy-year-old Putin seemed enraptured by an apocalyptic nostalgia for the Soviet and the Tsarist incarnations of Russian empire. His prior career as a KGB intelligence officer was deeply scarred by the end of the Soviet Union. Now entering his third decade of dominating Russian politics, Putin retained an iron grip at home and a fixation on restoring Russia’s old spheres of influence abroad.

         Conversely, Zelensky was just eleven years old when the Berlin Wall fell in 1989. The now 44-year-old Zelensky had transcended his past career as a light-hearted television actor to become a modernising national leader, fully intent on speeding up his country’s own transcendence from its Soviet past.

         For several tense days in February 2022, prior to Russia’s all-out invasion of Ukraine, Zelensky and Putin duelled with words.

         In response to Putin’s televised address, Zelensky appealed to the people of Russia. ‘We are separated by more than 2,000 kilometres of mutual borders, along which 200,000 of your soldiers and 1,000 armoured vehicles are standing,’ he said, before imploring, ‘You are told we hate Russian culture. How can one hate a culture? Neighbours always enrich each other culturally; however, that doesn’t make them a single whole, it doesn’t dissolve us into you. We are different, but that is not a reason to be enemies.’4 Alas, the Putin regime’s strict media controls meant there was scant chance of ordinary Russians hearing Zelensky’s plea.

         In an early morning televised address on 24 February – a day xiithat will live on in infamy – Putin announced a ‘special military operation’ was now under way to ‘demilitarise’ Ukraine. ‘We have been left no other option to protect Russia and our people, but for the one that we will be forced to use today.’ This was Putin’s pretext for Russia to attack Ukraine: ‘The situation requires us to take decisive and immediate action. The People’s Republics of Donbas turned to Russia with a request for help.’5 Although there were some people in the Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics who wanted to join Russia, others in areas of the Donbas still under Ukrainian government control did not. It was an entirely self-generated reason created by Putin to explain his invasion.

         The spectacle that now unfolded, of tens of thousands of Russian troops shooting their way into a neighbouring country that had done nothing to provoke them, shocked the world. Within just two days, a spearhead of Russia’s advance forces had reached Kyiv’s outskirts, using Belarusian territory to shorten their advance to Ukraine’s capital. At this moment, Zelensky may have been forgiven for buckling under the pressure, fleeing perhaps, but his was the opposite reaction, holding his nerve during the chaos and bloodshed, and inspiring Ukraine not to capitulate. Zelensky’s next messages were recorded in a dimly lit Kyiv street, rallying his nation: ‘Glory to our defenders! Glory to Ukraine! Glory to heroes!’

         And so, battle was joined, not just around Kyiv but across much of Ukraine. Russian forces had stormed into Ukraine from multiple directions, not only the Donbas, with the initial aim of deposing Kyiv’s government. An astonishing Ukrainian defensive effort brought the Russian military advance on Kyiv to a standstill a month later. This left the war to settle into a slower grind in which Russia shifted its focus to conquering swathes of southern and eastern Ukraine, instead of its capital. xiii

         
            * * *

         

         While it is too soon to judge the consequences of this war, it is never too early to pose questions around how and why the war happened in the first place. Some narratives have, at the time of writing, already gained currency, valorising plucky Ukraine for its defence against the odds, while condemning Russia for launching a callous war of imperial aggrandisement, but there are many more facets to reflect on than this.

         Russia’s invasion has undoubtedly brought tragedy to Ukraine, killing and injuring tens of thousands of people and forcing millions to flee the maelstrom by becoming refugees. The butcher’s bill of the war is immense and continues to rise. Before triumphalism kicks in around romanticised notions of a smaller democracy fighting off a bullying autocratic behemoth, we would do well to pause and recall the words of soldier-poet Edmund Blunden, who said of the Battle of the Somme that took place in 1916: neither side ‘had won, nor could win, the War. The War had won.’6

         This is the story of a tragedy. Of how Russia’s relations with Ukraine moved from the constricting embrace of empire to the arm’s length handshake of peaceful independence to Russia resorting to the flailing fists of war.

         There was no inevitability in this journey of thirty years, which began with the Soviet Union’s final demise in December 1991, and which need not have culminated in Russia’s all-out invasion in February 2022. Posing such a hypothetical may seem pointless once the invasion was upon Ukraine; but doing so implores us to ask deeper questions about the war’s origins, to delve beyond obvious headline narratives, and to consider what the recent past tells us about how Ukraine can plot a path to a more stable future. xiv

         INVASION: HOW HAD IT COME TO THIS?

         On the surface, the Russia–Ukraine war seems to be a straightforward parable of good versus evil, reducible in its barest essentials to Putin’s malevolent imperial ambition and to Ukraine’s prior failure to join NATO. Nothing absolves Putin of launching the invasion and, frankly, he did not come across as a man who wanted to avoid responsibility. In the weeks leading up to the invasion, Putin appeared to be looking for any excuse to invade, subjugate, partition or conquer Ukraine. Moreover, Putin enjoyed total command and control over the Russian armed forces, so there is no puzzle as to who gave the order to invade. But, while Putin’s malevolence is an essential part of explaining the war, it is far from sufficient for unpicking the multifarious reasons behind why such a precarious situation arose in the first place between neighbouring Ukraine and Russia.

         Here are some of the questions that an enquiring mind ought to pose to examine different facets of this war. What were its wider causes? Was Russia and Ukraine’s cataclysmic falling out inevitable and what were the missed chances to avert Russia’s invasion? More controversially, what was the West’s role in the story regarding the support (or lack of) offered to Ukraine prior to the invasion? And more profoundly, would it have ever been possible to build a free and protected Ukraine that was not menaced by Russia, given the permanence of their adjacency in the wake of an imperial collapse? Consequently, what lessons does the past hold when it comes to considering the future viability of a sovereign and safe Ukraine? These are the themes that are addressed in this book.

         If there is a core message, it is that Ukraine has been terribly let down in the years preceding the invasion – albeit in very different ways – by Russia but also by leading Western countries. Russia is xvundoubtedly the malefactor, bringing bloodshed and suffering to Ukraine at the behest of Putin’s vision of a greater Russia. The aim is not to offer a justification for Russia’s military offensive; only to offer a deeper explanation as to how Ukraine became so imperilled. For their part, some Western countries in NATO and the European Union had, over many years, unrealistically raised Ukraine’s expectations of joining these bodies, leaving Ukraine without formal allies but badly exposed to Russian aggression.

         Despite spirited attempts to join NATO in the late 2000s in particular, Ukraine never reached the shelter of NATO’s nuclear umbrella in time to protect itself from the torrent of Russian bombs. When the invasion came, several NATO states dispatched copious military supplies, and provided intelligence to Ukraine, while vocalising moral opposition to Russia’s aggression; but ultimately, they watched from the side-lines as they invasion began. The United States warned Russia that its military would ‘defend every inch of NATO territory’7 but was resolute that US soldiers and pilots would not fight to defend Ukraine, lest they provoke a direct NATO–Russia war, which could lead to nuclear annihilation.

         The NATO nations helped in other ways: military training given to Ukraine’s armed forces since 2015 by the USA, UK, Canada and others was essential to boost its ability to fight the Russians. And when the time came to do so, NATO nations offered vital arm’s length assistance to Ukraine’s war effort. Despite this, Ukraine was ultimately let down by NATO in the decade and a half before the invasion, and this is a question worth revisiting in light of present events. Was it fair for the USA in particular to have raised Ukraine’s hope of joining NATO when the alliance was never likely to deliver this?

         Complex situations such as the Russia–Ukraine war tend to have xvimultiple drivers and causes. Some are slow burning while others are more proximate. Those who prefer a simplified polemical moral case, based on highlighting only the most obvious causes while ignoring others, need to look elsewhere.

         As the American novelist F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote, ‘The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposing ideas in mind at the same time and still retain the ability to function.’ It is perfectly possible to see the blood on Putin’s hands for this war while also understanding how NATO expansion, and how it was handled by the USA from the 1990s onwards, exacerbated what has now become a terminal rupture in Russia–Ukraine relations. All of these factors and many more besides are dissected in the pages that follow.

         
            * * *

         

         This is the story of Russia’s road to war with Ukraine, and the making of a tragedy that will define so many things for a long time to come, from the grandest geopolitical debates to the humblest personal stories of Ukrainians. No matter what the war’s ultimate aftermath entails, understanding the backstory to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 will remain an essential undertaking.

         Eight years before Russia’s all-out invasion, in 2014, Crimea had been annexed while Russia waged ‘hybrid war’ in the Donbas (meaning that it outsourced some of the fighting to its proxy forces, superficially hiding its involvement). Ten years before that, in 2004, a surge of democratic optimism overtook parts of Ukraine in the Orange Revolution, which accelerated Putin’s paranoia that Russia was losing influence in Ukraine. I worked in Ukraine in response to both events, and throughout this narrative I draw on my personal xviiexperiences to recount what happened. Each crisis progressively outdid the last in terms of its gravity and, looking back, it is akin to a slow-moving train heading to calamity. The protagonists did not experience it like that, of course, which is vital to keep in mind.

         It is also important to contend with the legacies of imperial dominance and atrocity that stretch back in time, linking Russia and Ukraine in a historical melodrama that influences the present. To tackle these matters, I draw on my work on how all empires have an afterlife that haunts modern relations between former empires and their past subjects. Too often, this ‘anti-colonial’ framing has been more liberally applied to certain historical empires over others, with Russia’s landed empire ignored in favour of the British, French or other sea-faring colonial empires. Redressing this imbalance is a foundational step in explaining Russia’s war in Ukraine, and it is where this book begins. xviii

         
            NOTES

            1 Volodymyr Zelensky as he answered questions at the Munich Security Conference, 19 February 2022 (28:45). Other quotes are from his preceding speech. Translated and uploaded by Deutsche Welle News on 20 February 2022: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IVAExDHaKcc

            2 President of Russia, ‘Address by the President of the Russian Federation’, 21 February 2022. http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/67828

            3 Nicholas Ostler, Empires of the Word: A Language History of the World (London: Harper Perennial, 2006), pp. 421–44.

            4 Volodymyr Zelensky, ‘Zelensky’s Last-Ditch Plea for Peace’, Foreign Policy, 23 February 2022. https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/02/23/zelenskys-desperate-plea-for-peace/

            5 President of Russia, ‘Address by the President of the Russian Federation’, 24 February 2022. http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/67843

            6 Quoted in Adam Hochschild, To End All Wars: A Story of Protest and Patriotism in the First World War (London: Pan Macmillan, 2011), p. xv.

            7 ‘Biden Says the US Will Defend “Every Inch” of NATO Territory’, Bloomberg, 24 February 2022. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/videos/2022-02-24/u-s-will-defend-every-inch-of-nato-territory-biden-video
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            CHAPTER 1

            ASHES OF EMPIRES

            A REFLECTION ON LIVING WITH THE PAST 

         

         PUTIN’S HISTORICAL HALLUCINATION

         Perhaps the coronavirus pandemic had left Putin with far too much time on his hands to catch up on his historical reading, sequestered in an echo chamber of views that revelled in tales of Ukraine’s past fealty to Russia. Or perhaps, as Putin awaited his seventieth birthday in October 2022, he was thinking about how his legacy as Russia’s latest Tsar in all but name would stack up against the conquests of his predecessors. Whatever his motivations for choosing this moment to unleash wanton slaughter, Putin’s view of history contains vital clues to both his framing of the situation and his state of mind at the time.

         In the estimation of the CIA director Bill Burns, Putin was of late exhibiting a ‘very combustible combination of grievance and ambition and insecurity’.1 Grievance certainly inflected a rambling essay that was published under Putin’s name on the Kremlin’s website in July 2021, entitled ‘On the Historical Unity of Russians and 2Ukrainians’. It is worth revisiting this essay, since it was a bright red flag warning that something wicked was coming Ukraine’s way.

         The essay proclaimed that Russians and Ukrainians are ‘one people – a single whole’ because they inhabit ‘essentially the same historical and spiritual space’. Why was Putin so confident in holding this view? His interpretation of history. ‘Certainly, it is impossible to cover all the developments that have taken place over more than a thousand years,’ he admitted, ‘but I will focus on the key, pivotal moments that are important for us to remember, both in Russia and Ukraine.’2 Having afforded himself a 7,000-word allowance, Putin delivered nothing short of a manifesto for Russia’s renewed imperial dominion over Ukraine.

         Certain lines in his essay amounted to an annihilation of this history and an outright denial of Ukraine’s sovereign identity. ‘In essence, Ukraine’s ruling circles decided to justify their country’s independence through the denial of its past’, because

         
            they began to mythologise and rewrite history, edit out everything that united us, and refer to the period when Ukraine was part of the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union as an occupation. The common tragedy of collectivisation and famine of the early 1930s was portrayed as the genocide of the Ukrainian people.

         

         It is difficult to imagine a more one-sided interpretation of how the Holodomor, the Great Famine of 1932–33 that killed millions of Ukrainians when they were part of the Soviet Union, had subsequently shaped Ukrainian aspirations of independence from Russia.

         That Putin cared about preserving Russia’s influence in Ukraine was no secret, but until this essay appeared, the wider world may not have realised just how maniacally obsessed he had now become. 3Of the many guises Putin had adopted in his career, from a KGB officer to becoming a free marketeer, a macho survivalist, a defender of the state, a latter-day Tsar and a self-proclaimed Russian history professor, it was this final avatar that he adopted to announce his invasion of Ukraine.3

         Imperial history provided a spine to the script of Putin’s first pre-invasion televised address, with ‘empire’ mentioned repeatedly in his rationale for taking military action. ‘They [independent Ukraine] spent and embezzled the legacy inherited not only from the Soviet era, but also from the Russian Empire.’ He singled out examples. ‘In 2021, the Black Sea Shipyard in Nikolayev went out of business. Its first docks date back to Catherine the Great.’ Putin neglected to mention that Nikolayev (Mykolaiv for Ukrainians) was where much of the Soviet Union’s navy was built, and perhaps modern Ukraine was not overly bothered if the shipyard passed into history.

         ‘Antanov,’ Putin then expounded, ‘the famous manufacturer, has not made a single commercial aircraft since 2016,’ which was an odd complaint since his invading forces would soon destroy a symbol of Ukrainian pride, and the largest aircraft in the world, the Antonov AN-225 Mriya, on the tarmac of Hostomel Airport. Putin’s crocodile tears continued. ‘While Yuzhmash, a factory specialising in missile and space equipment, is nearly bankrupt, the Kremenchug Steel Plant is in a similar situation. This sad list goes on and on.’ Sadder still was Russia’s periodic attacks on Ukraine’s economy, for instance by holding hostage Ukraine’s dependency on Russian-supplied energy, and severing Russian cooperation in the Yuzhmash factory unless Kyiv adopted pro-Moscow policies. Amidst Ukraine’s repeated requests for large financial bailouts by the International Monetary Fund (IMF), building space equipment may not have been a priority.

         To denounce the Kyiv authorities, Putin asked rhetorically, 4‘Why was it necessary to appease the nationalists, to satisfy the ceaselessly growing nationalist ambitions on the outskirts of the former empire?’ And he discerned unbroken traditions between the old empire of the Tsars and the Soviet Union, saying, ‘I would like to repeat that the Soviet Union was established in the place of the former Russian Empire in 1922. But practice showed immediately that it was impossible to preserve or govern such a vast and complex territory on the amorphous principles that amounted to confederation.’ Putin’s reality began and ended with what he called ‘the historical tradition’ of Russian empire. For him, independent Ukraine was nothing more than an errant province.

         What’s more, Ukrainians who wanted an independent state were ‘Nazis’, according to Putin. ‘It is not surprising that Ukrainian society was faced with the rise of far-right nationalism, which rapidly developed into aggressive Russophobia and neo-Nazism.’ The emotional resonance of the Red Army’s epic defeat of Nazi Germany in the Second World War was being cynically manipulated to tar modern Russia’s neighbour for its disobedience.

         History is ever vulnerable to misuse to justify all manner of nationalistic and militaristic policies. For all the importance placed by professional historians on gathering primary source material and analysing its contents with rigour and balance, the amateur equivalent of the discipline of history places its emphasis on selectivity and storytelling that confirms existing biases. To some extent, history always inhabits a realm of subjectivity and interpretation, but in its misuse, this subjectivity becomes egregious, warping facts beyond recognition. Putin was incapable of acknowledging how aspirations for Ukrainian sovereign independence had arisen partly from the suffering meted out by past Russian empires, examples of which are detailed in this chapter. Indeed, this denial was his inspiration. 5

         Putin had surrounded himself with others who echoed his views of history. An example was Vladimir Medinsky, a relatively minor official who served as Culture Minister between 2012 and 2020, and who was given a major role by Putin at the start of the invasion. Medinsky led a team of Russian negotiators to meet Ukrainian officials in Belarus in the opening days of the invasion, presumably with the intention of imposing a victor’s peace on Ukraine.

         Medinsky also happened to be an amateur historian, authoring a book in 2011 entitled Myths About Russia, in which he referred to lands from the Tsarist era ‘in what is now Ukraine’, while recounting with pride that ‘Russia in the seventeenth century continued to conquer the vast spaces of eastern Europe and Siberia’, and that ‘the 1654 union of Ukraine and Russia dates from this era’ (an interpretation that requires far more context to be properly understood, as explained below).*4

         One can readily imagine the tenor of the conversation when Putin dispatched Medinsky to Belarus to meet the Ukrainian officials: in the Putin and Medinsky view of history, the grandeur of their ancestral empires had left Ukraine in Russia’s permanent debt.

         Which implores us to ask: how had such a jaundiced and anachronistic view of history gripped the minds of Russia’s elites?

         HALF-LIVES OF COLLAPSED EMPIRES

         At the Chernobyl nuclear plant, the site of the 1986 nuclear disaster that took place when Ukraine still belonged to the Soviet Union, the half-life of the leaked radioactive material varies. The half-life of caesium-137, one of the most harmful nuclear atoms released in 6the accident, was thirty years, whereas for plutonium-239, carried by winds across Europe, it was 24,000 years.5 

         A half-life indicates the rate of decay and dissipation of harmful materials, and it also serves as a suitable metaphor for depicting the time it takes for harmful imperial legacies to dissipate into innocent nothingness. Empires, with their attendant histories of hierarchy, conquest and exploitation, involving humiliation for some and glory for others, deposit their influence on later generations in complex and ever-evolving ways.

         Even this is not as straightforward as it appears: rather than a simple matter of ancestral hatred, we must reckon with the fact that empires in their different guises were entirely normal for much of human history, right up until the last century.6 As Andrew Wilson observes, ‘Many Ukrainians were quite willing citizens of the Polish Commonwealth and the Habsburg, Romanov and Soviet empires, and this should not be wished away.’ Wilson had in mind attempts to foist contemporary notions of nationalism and identity onto past eras, because ‘nationalists tend to see their nation as eternal, as a historical entity since ancient times’.†7 History does not comprise a continuous and linear struggle of freedom against imperial tyranny – far from it, since the evolving Ukrainian nation must be understood as having its complex origins (as we all ultimately do) in a world of empires.

         It is this complexity that has given modern Ukraine–Russia relations much of their tone. The relationship bears the hallmarks of a bitter post-imperial interplay between an ex-empire and the former dominion it once called ‘little Rus’. To explain how the weight of 7imperial history bears down on both Russia and Ukraine, it is important to understand the processes by which imperial legacies deposit their imprint on the minds of later generations and on modern relations of states. 

         ‘Empire is a relationship, formal or informal, in which one state controls the effective political sovereignty of another political society,’ explained the academic Michael Doyle, and ‘it can be achieved by force, by political collaboration, by economic, social or cultural dependence’. Regarding governing terminology, ‘imperialism is simply the process or policy of establishing or maintaining an empire’.8 Another academic, Alexander Motyl, sees ‘empire as a hierarchically organised political system with a hub-like structure – a rimless wheel – within which a core elite dominate peripheral elites and societies’.9 In the language of empires, Russia was the ‘core’ and Ukraine a ‘periphery’.

         Successor states to the core and the periphery of old empires face diametrically different post-imperial legacies. In Russia’s case, its imperial essence continually animates its latter-day statecraft, and while the power of empire still pulsates in the Kremlin’s corridors, Ukrainian nationalists conversely aspire to a legacy of resisting this dominion.

         This is far from being a specific malady in Russian–Ukrainian relations, and post-imperial lineages of this kind influence so many contemporary global relations (whether the British in relation to Ireland, India, Kenya or countless other countries once in the British Empire, or those that the French once colonised in northern and western Africa and in Indo-China, or the Turks and the former dominions of the Ottoman Empire and so on).

         Each of these relationships is unique and in constant evolution, and we can apply four basic criteria to understand their specific 8natures: identifying the tangible physical legacies of empire; identifying the accompanying attitudinal legacies; measuring proximity in history to imperial times; and measuring geographic proximity between the ex-empire and the ex-colony. As we work through this list, it becomes clear just how much of a powder keg contemporary Russian–Ukrainian relations have been.

         The tangible legacies arising from the end of empires amount to the material, demographic and other properties bequeathed by empires to states that comes in their wake; for instance in how borders are redrawn, rearranging populations and awarding or stripping countries of their access to resources. Ukraine inherited a great deal from the USSR, including the borders assigned while it was a member, and a large Russian-speaking minority, including those who had settled in the Donbas during the Russian Empire’s industrial revolution, and much more besides, as examined below.

         Other imperial legacies are attitudinal, meaning they influence emotional reference points for successive generations, creating mixed feelings of unrequited pride, shame, jealousy, enmity and kinship, as pertaining to the relations that now cross the old boundaries of empires. Again, Ukraine and Russia were highly exposed to these influences. As Vladimir Balakhonov wrote in 1989, ‘Among Russians the imperial instinct is tremendously strong, and we cannot as yet imagine any form of existence other than our current empire, stretching from Brest to Vladivostok.’10 The borders may have changed (Brest is on the modern Belarus–Polish border), but one must wonder if Balakhonov’s words otherwise apply today. Conversely, challenging Russian imperial narratives was an essential catalyst in fostering a Ukrainian national identity. Ukrainian historian Mykhailo Hrushevsky’s multi-volume History of Ukraine-Rus’, published between 1895 and 1936, was an important part of 9this process since it reclaimed Ukraine’s national story, preventing it from being overshadowed by Russian narratives.11 These contending Ukrainian and Russian historical narratives have clashed ever since.

         The proximity to imperial history is also a live-wire issue for Russia and Ukraine because such little time has passed. Nevertheless, a distinction resides between directly held memories and memorialisation of much older events. David Rieff Sontag observes that ‘once the transmission of collective memories continues for more than three or four generations, it can no longer be called memory other than metaphorically. To use a storied example, Irish men and women do not “remember” the Great Famine of 1845–9.’12 As events pass from lived experiences to memorialisation of ancestral experiences, contemporary generations must be actively reminded of their ancestral suffering in order for it to retain the power of meaning. This is a common phenomenon that Sontag thinks can unwisely preserve a sense of collective trauma.

         In Ukraine, the Holodomor remains in living memory and its remembrance has on occasion been sustained by politicians to foster national unity.‡13 The passage of time may take some of the bite out of memories of such traumatic events, even if forgiveness may never be automatic or expected between descendants of those involved in the traumatic event. Trans-generational healing requires dialogue between populations and responsible leaders. But truth and reconciliation is not a conversation that Russia has initiated with Ukraine; rather, the Russian government has been obsessed with continual commemorations of the Great Patriotic War, to restate its 10martial traditions, and to remind all and sundry of Russia’s past and present power. 

         The unavoidable realities of geography are an exacerbating factor in the harmful preservation of imperial legacies, because Russia and Ukraine exist in adjacency. The realities of managing the legacies of a land empire like Russia’s differ from maritime colonial empires. They too may have had bitter and blood-soaked colonial divorces, such as Britain in Kenya and India, or France in Algeria and Vietnam, or the USA in the Philippines – but there are seas and oceans to provide natural separation after imperial retreat and independence. Bitter feelings are likely to be present no matter the distance, but adjacency offers its own continuous reminder of past hierarchies, and it also explains why Russia itself remains huge.14 ‘Unlike other overseas empires,’ writes the academic Domitilla Sagramoso, ‘the Russian Empire and the Russian state had developed simultaneously, on the basis of the acquisition and colonisation of contiguous territory.’15

         
            * * *

         

         Taking all these factors together, it is clear why the Russia–Ukraine relationship was so danger-prone to the live wires of a difficult imperial past. Independent Ukraine inherited by necessity a number of tangible properties from the USSR; the Russian elites retained a wistful attitude to their former empire; the trauma of the USSR remains in living memory; and the two countries are geographically close to one another.

         Having said this, history, like geography, never equates to destiny. There is no inevitability in how modern generations respond to and are shaped by imperial inheritances, whether leaving it to 11fester over time or using it as a basis for discussion and healing. Russia’s nostalgia for empire and great-power status has instead been actively mobilised under Putin’s presidency to justify policies at home and abroad. In his mind, Putin was living up to the legacies of the Soviet Union from thirty years ago and also of the Tsars of the Russian Empire that ended 100 years ago.

         The immensity of Russia’s imperial past must never be understated: for around 500 years, Russia’s experience outside the confines of a formal imperial identity is limited to two relatively brief moments in history, one in the 1990s during Russia’s flirtation with democracy under President Boris Yeltsin and the other in 1917, in the thin sliver of time between the fall of the Tsar’s Romanov Dynasty and the rise of the Bolsheviks, which was filled by the Provisional Government led by Prime Minister Alexander Kerensky.

         I still recall my astonishment when, as an undergraduate history student in a Russian Revolution class, Kerensky’s grandson walked into our seminar. Kerensky Jr had settled in the UK and was a friend of my superb Russian history professor, who invited him in for a cameo talk with students.§ Although not a historian by trade, Kerensky Jr set out to defend his grandfather’s maligned legacy in failing to embed an openly elected Russian assembly, telling us that in war-torn lands of such vastness, his grandfather’s Provisional Government was always likely to live up to its name.

         Either side of the Kerensky interregnum are the two great empires of Russia’s past, and Ukraine’s prospects were not especially bright in either of these imperial incarnations. Before we resume the story of contemporary events, a short history class of our own is an essential precursor.

         
12EMPIRE OF THE TSARS

         It was a request that should not have been beyond the pale: to translate the Bible into Ukrainian. But this was Kyiv in 1863 and the city’s Russian Governor-General Nicholas Annenkov had other ideas. Born in the Russian oblast (region) of Nizhny Novgorod in 1799, and having fought Napoleon’s army earlier in his career, the Kyiv governorship was Annenkov’s final posting. As a typically conservative Russian official, Annenkov was determined to block the Bible translation, since it was part of a worrying trend of publications appearing in the Ukrainian language, including the poems of Taras Shevchenko, who was seen as a standard bearer for Ukrainian nationalism.

         If the Bible now appeared in the Ukrainian language, Annenkov saw a slippery slope: it ‘would achieve so to speak the recognition of the independence of the Little Russian language, and then of course they will make claims to autonomy for Little Russia…’16 Annenkov’s worries were read by the Russian Empire’s Interior Minister of the day, Petr Valuev, who agreed that ‘there has never been, is not, and cannot be any separate Little Russian language’.17

         This condescending elite Russian attitude towards Ukrainian culture became typical in the Tsarist era, which spanned the sixteenth to the twentieth centuries. Rather importantly, this prejudice in turn had drawn its inspiration from an even earlier historical era.

         Long before the advent of Tsarist Russia, the medieval kingdom of Kyvian Rus laid the foundations for the Slavic peoples in the mid-ninth century, when a mixture of Norse and Slavic tribes united around the Kyvian state. As American-Ukrainian historian Serhii Plokhii notes, ‘ancestors of today’s Ukrainians, Russians, and Belarusians adopted the name “Rus”…’ and their ruler Prince Volodymyr the Great ‘through his baptism would start the process of the Christianisation of Kyvian Rus’.18 Ukraine commemorates this 13heritage, depicting Volodymyr and his son Yaroslav the Wise on the one- and two-hryvnia bank notes.

         The kingdom of Kyvian Rus thrived until it was defeated by a Mongol invasion in 1240. Although Christianity continued to be practised by the Slavs during the era of Mongol dominion, they were very much the subjects. Centuries later, when the Slavic people gathered their strength and fought off Mongol rule, they did so not from Kyiv but from Moscow. Tsarist Russia began around this time, when Ivan IV (‘the terrible’) established the Russian Empire in the mid-sixteenth century by leading the city state of Muscovy to defeat the Mongol hordes who had swept over the Slavic lands. Ivan IV also promoted himself from ‘Prince of Muscovy’ to ‘Tsar of all Russia’, which is the origin of the title.

         This basic chronology has given rise to a controversy in later interpretations: Russian rulers from the Tsars to Putin have tended to interpret this common lineage as a validation of Russia’s hierarchy over Ukraine and Belarus. As the historian Dominic Lieven reminds us, this is a very old controversy that has lasted for centuries. He is concerned with the question of whether the Ukrainians and Belorussians were ever fully independent entities or simply extensions of the Russian whole, explaining that ‘the official Tsarist claims that Ukraine and Belorussia were not imperial acquisitions but ancient Russian lands, however, did matter greatly as regards subsequent Tsarist policy in these regions’.¶19

         Putin gladly recycled this Tsarist-era interpretation in his history essay, writing that ‘Russians, Ukrainians and Belarusians are all descendants of Ancient Rus’ and ‘the spiritual choice made by St Vladimir [Russian spelling] … still largely determines our affinity 14today’.20 Even if Russians, Ukrainians and Belarusians can trace their lineage, and their ancestral introduction to Christianity, to this moment in time, Kyvian Rus ended 782 years prior to 2022. Far from being a proximate historical influence, it is the sense of hierarchy inferred from this story by the later Russian Empire that is the decisive legacy. 

         
            * * *

         

         The key event in imperial Russia’s relationship with Ukraine took place a century after Ivan IV. As would happen so often in Ukrainian history, its lands were coveted by rival empires on all sides, which meant Ukrainians had to make tricky choices around who to side with.

         This was the case in 1654, when the Cossack leader Bohdan Khmelnytsky led an uprising from Ukrainian lands against Polish rule and, fatefully for later generations, chose to side with the Russians. The Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth (which formally confederated in 1569) was a formidable rival to the Russian Empire, and Ukraine was caught in the middle. Khmelnytsky (who is depicted on the five-hryvnia bank note) and his Hetmanate (kingdom) swore an oath of allegiance on 8 January 1654 to Russian Tsar Alexis Romanov in the town of Pereiaslav. This granted Russia control of central Ukraine and helped the Cossacks fight off the Polish. As Plokhii explains, ‘The official Russian name of the Hetmanate, “little Russia”, laid the basis for the tradition of treating Ukraine as “lesser Russia” and the Ukrainians as part of a larger Russian nation.’21 Once again, the play of events allowed the Russian imperial elite to form a condescending view of their neighbours, and this has carried on through the ages. 15

         For instance, in 1954, the Soviet Union celebrated the 300th anniversary of the oath at Pereiaslav, treating it as the ‘reunification’ of Ukraine and Russia. However, a careful look at this period reminds us that after the Polish–Russian war concluded in 1667, the Poles retained control of parts of western Ukraine while the Russians controlled territory east of the Dnipro River.

         Another instance of picking sides arose in the eighteenth century, when Sweden went to war with Russia and fought its major battles on Ukrainian lands. The Ukrainian Cossack Hetman Ivan Mazepa (depicted on the ten-hryvnia bank note) saw an opportunity to side with the Swedes and their Polish allies and, in doing so, to unite Ukraine’s divided lands. Sadly for Mazepa and his followers, he picked the losing side. The Swedish and Polish armies were beaten in a decisive battle fought in the Ukrainian town of Poltava in 1709 by the armies of Tsar Peter the Great. Mazepa’s plan had failed: Sweden and Poland were banished from Ukraine and, in the ensuing partition, much of western Ukraine now also fell under Russian control. A notable exception was the far western city of Lviv, which would be absorbed into the Habsburg Empire and ruled from Vienna.

         The Battle of Poltava’s outcome has given rise to a joke that is told by Russians in the following way: Have you ever noticed how similar the flags of Sweden and Ukraine are? It is because thrifty Khokhols [slang for Ukrainians] picked up Swedish flags after the battle of Poltava! Incidentally, the term Khokhol referred to crop sheaves and was used by some Russians as a derogatory name for Ukrainians, but the Ukrainians later reclaimed the term for themselves and used it as a slur against Russified Ukrainians.

         Russian imperial power was now in full ascent, as territories like the Baltic states also fell under Russian control. Peter the Great, who reigned 1682–1725, is a Tsar that Putin may well have liked 16to identify with. As Peter’s biographer Vasily Klyuchevsky wrote, ‘Peter had to solve inherited problems; since at least half of the Russian people lived outside the political boundaries of his state, he had to find a way of uniting them.’ Moreover, ‘War was the most important circumstance of his reign. Peter was rarely at peace … with his principal enemies, Turkey and Sweden.’22

         Russia’s long imperial duel with the Turkish-centred Ottoman Empire unfolded around the Black Sea. The imperial Russian officer Field Marshal Count Alexander Suvorov (1730–1800) fought in the Russo-Ottoman War of 1787–92. His regent was Catherine the Great, who reigned 1762–96, and during this time, imperial conscription was extended from Russia’s peasants to also cover Ukraine and the Baltic provinces. Crimea and the Black Sea coast was conquered by Russia in this era.||23

         It turns out Marshal Suvorov was yet another of Putin’s obsessions. ‘In Ochakov [a city in south Ukraine] in the eighteenth century, soldiers of Alexander Suvorov fought for this city. Owing to their courage, it became part of Russia,’ he said, while recounting how ‘the lands of the Black Sea littoral, incorporated in Russia as a result of wars with the Ottoman Empire, were given the name of Novorossiya (New Russia)’.

         Then came Putin’s warning: ‘Attempts are being made to condemn these landmarks of history to oblivion, along with the names of state and military figures of the Russian Empire without whose efforts modern Ukraine would not have many big cities or even access to the Black Sea.’ Putin was annoyed that ‘a monument to Alexander Suvorov was recently demolished in Poltava. What is there 17to say? Are you renouncing your own past? The so-called colonial heritage of the Russian Empire?’24 

         Suvorov had been dead for 222 years before Putin cited him in his effective declaration of war on Ukraine. The real significance here, and the insight into Putin’s motivations, circles around this term ‘Novorossiya’, used in imperial times to denote a new Russian province founded on lands north of the Black Sea. This land was annexed by Russia in 1764, its prize for victory against the Ottomans, and it was subsequently populated by Russians who were to serve as farmers and soldiers to bring these lands into the Russian Empire.25 ‘Novorossiya’ would be resurrected by Putin’s government to make its renewed claim in 2014 for the lands of Crimea, Donbas and southern Ukraine, an old colonial construct reused for modern purposes.

         
            * * *

         

         What of the fate of Ukrainian language and culture during the long centuries of Russian imperial rule? In the early nineteenth century, writing in Ukrainian was not especially frowned on, according to Paul Bushkovitch, who studied publications from the time that reflected the views of Russia’s elites. However, ‘The period of general Ukrainophilia in Russian culture came to an abrupt end after the Crimean War … In contrast to the first half of the nineteenth century, the second half saw a public Russian culture much of which was hostile to Ukrainian aspirations.’26

         Mention of the Crimean war of 1853–56 brings to mind the fact that Tsar Nicholas I is a much less auspicious reference point for Putin, given that he died of ill health after a failed war against a coalition of opponents, losing hold of Crimea in the process. Even 18then, Lieven writes that ‘90 per cent of the army’s intake in 1870 were Russian, Belorussian and Ukrainian’, and that for ‘the Tsarist elite Belarus and Ukraine were beyond any question Russians, albeit Russians speaking a strange dialect and possessing some distinctive, though by no means objectionable or politically dangerous customs’.27

         Whatever one may now think, empire meant a conjoined history for Russians and Ukrainians, who at times shared in the triumphs and the defeats of the Russian Empire, notably in Crimea. But the greatest defeat of all was to come in the Great War, which began in 1914 and proved to be a last throw of the blood-soaked dice of war by the Romanov Dynasty.

         Russia hastily mobilised its army and joined the war on the Allies’ side with the British and French Empires, lining up against the German, Austro-Hungarian and eventually the Ottoman Empires. The Russians fielded a parade ground-worthy army that met a bloody end after it invaded Germany. The Battle of Tannenberg, fought in east Prussia in August 1914, was a signature catastrophe for the Tsar’s army. As the Russians retreated, their general, Alexander Samsonov, quietly snuck away from his fellow officers to commit suicide.**28 Three terrible years of battlefield defeats of this ilk followed, placing the Russian imperial state under the unbearable strain of shedding its blood, treasure and legitimacy. It was not only Nicholas II’s army that was on the line but his entire regime. By 1917, revolution was in the air and the 500-year era of the Tsars ended. 19Sadly for the Ukrainians, what eventually followed the Romanov Dynasty was no better for their nation and was arguably far worse. 

         EMPIRE OF THE SOVIETS

         Ukraine barely came up for air in the twentieth century, but it was briefly an independent republic between 1917 and 1920, in the sliver of time between the Tsarist and Soviet eras. The Great War of 1914–18 had collapsed the empires that ruled different parts of Ukraine – the Austro-Hungarian and the Russian. After the Bolshevik Revolution in October 1917, Russia’s new leader Vladimir Lenin needed to swiftly end the war with Germany, and he did so through a capitulation, signing the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, in which the new Bolshevik regime surrendered huge tracts of European Russia.29

         This afforded Ukraine’s nationalists a rare opportunity to make a break for freedom. In Kyiv, the ‘Ukrainian People’s Republic’ formed and declared Ukrainian independence, electing the aforementioned Ukrainian historian Mykhailo Hrushevsky (depicted on the fifty-hryvnia note) as President of the Republic. A Unification Act was passed in 1919 uniting the cities of Lviv and Kyiv, which represented each side of divided Ukraine. National symbols like the trident, the hryvnia currency and the blue and yellow flag were adopted (and were later readopted after independence in 1991). But there was no time to consolidate this union, and independent Ukraine perished under the resumption of Russian empire in its Bolshevik guise.

         In 1918, the German war effort fell apart and the Great War ended. The Bolsheviks’ Brest-Litovsk capitulation was annulled, and Lenin rebuilt Russia’s empire where it had been given up.30 Independent Ukraine’s republic could not survive in the wake of Germany’s withdrawal. Lenin masterminded new ‘organs of Soviet 20power’ by establishing nominally independent Soviet republics in Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Belorussia and Ukraine – but with real power concentrated in Moscow.††31

         As ever, westernmost Ukraine was at the edge of Moscow’s grasp. In February 1919, the Red Army captured Kyiv, but in Lviv a ‘West Ukrainian National Republic’ was set up. This kicked off a seven-month war between Poland and Russia. The Polish commander in chief Jozef Pilsudski even had a plan to annex Ukrainian territory for Warsaw, and his army briefly captured Kyiv in May 1920, before the Red Army mounted a counteroffensive.32 In the end, the March 1921 Treaty of Riga granted parts of western Ukraine to Poland and Romania, while Russia kept the rest. Ukraine was divided once more.

         
            * * *

         

         Lenin didn’t have much time in power to bring suffering to Ukraine, since he died on 21 January 1924, barely a year after the official formation of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (the USSR formally amalgamated the Soviet republics, including Ukraine, under Moscow’s rule). Nevertheless, toppling Lenin statues has in recent years become a national sport in Ukraine to protest these visible legacy symbols of Soviet rule. I saw one such Lenin statue felled in Kramatorsk, east Ukraine, in 2015, in response to a surge of anti-Russian sentiment to the war that had recently broken out. Those who toppled the statues tied a rope between Lenin’s midriff and a truck, which they revved into life to pull the imposing statue to the 21ground. When it hit the concrete, a few dozen people ran over to kick the prostrate statue. Dozens more Lenin statues have met this fate across the country. 

         More so than Lenin, it was Joseph Stalin’s long reign in power (1922–53) that heaped misery upon Ukraine. In the earliest days of the USSR, Ukrainian culture had been able to thrive, but ‘the eruption of the Stalinist volcano reduced to ashes the high hope that Ukrainian nation builders had once had’, in Plokhii’s evocative words.33 Stalin, a former Soviet Commissar for Nationalities from Georgia, meted out more suffering upon these nationality groups within the USSR soon after he had replaced Lenin. Ukraine’s suffering was worse than in any other part of the Soviet Union and 4–5 million inhabitants of Soviet Ukraine died in the Holodomor (an eighth of the population).

         Within a decade of the Holodomor, Ukraine became the site of Nazi Germany’s Lebensraum (‘living space’) campaign of colonial destruction. Having decided that the Germans could not build an overseas empire, Hitler had fixated his imperial designs on eastern Europe. To this day, the Second World War is the signature event that shapes historical memories across eastern Europe. Memorialised in Russia as ‘The Great Patriotic War, 1941–45’, this omits the first twenty-two months of war during which time Stalin’s USSR was in partnership with Hitler’s Nazi Germany, as codified by the notorious Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact of 23 August 1939, named after the Foreign Ministers of these countries. The pact facilitated the carving up of Poland. Shortly after Hitler’s army invaded from the west, Stalin ordered Russian troops into eastern Poland on 17 September 1939, citing the pretext of ‘saving’ Belorussians and Ukrainians in Poland. (A version of this pretext was used by Putin to invade Ukraine in both 2014 and 2022, this time to ‘save’ Russians.) 22

         The rest of the story of the Second World War and its aftermath is fairly well known. Hitler turned on Stalin by launching Operation Barbarossa in June 1941 (the largest land invasion in military history), which was followed by four grim years of tank battles, city sieges, ethnic cleansing, aerial bombardment and all manner of other atrocities. Fully one-ninth of the Soviet population had perished by the time the Red Army had fought back the Germans and reached eastern Berlin. Contemporary accounts of the Second World War, including Western accounts since the 1990s, credit the Red Army for bearing an enormous brunt of the war effort against the Nazis.‡‡34

         A Ukrainian colleague of mine has shared with me her personal view of the suffering borne by her family in the Donbas at this time:

         
            The Holodomor and later on World War Two killed over a half of the original population in Donbas. My grandma starved in 1933. My grandma starved again in 1943. When Stalin died my family closed all the windows and doors, covered them with thick blankets, made moonshine, killed a pig and celebrated for a week singing happy songs in whispers. If they were caught, they would have spent the rest of their lives in prisons.35

         

         The darker side to Russia’s victory in 1945 has been that successive Russian leaders (including Putin) have argued that the Soviet Union’s sacrifice in the Second World War has given them a lasting justification for maintaining their influence in eastern Europe.

         And why, they might argue, if the American military has remained in Japan as a legacy of its victory in the Pacific in 1945, should Russia 23not take a similar prize? The big difference is the role of democratic permission in the stationing of foreign forces: such permission was granted by Japan to the USA but was absent as the USSR stayed in eastern Europe after 1945, later formalising Russia’s command of the armed forces of occupied eastern Europe in the Warsaw Pact of 1955. Nevertheless, a persistent feature of Russia’s latter-day disputes with the USA is the accusation of double standards, as in this instance. 

         
            * * *

         

         During its existence as the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic (1919–91), the Russian language became ever more dominant, especially in eastern Ukraine. As the Polish writer Ryszard Kapuściński sardonically observed, ‘Ukrainian culture was better preserved in Toronto and Vancouver than in Donetsk or Kharkov,’ referencing Ukraine’s global émigrés.36 Conversely, in western Ukraine, which was incorporated into the USSR only after 1945, Russians were still somewhat seen as outsiders.§§37 The contrasting cultural and historical influences in these different regions in Ukraine, notably the contrasts between east and west, would be a defining theme for how Ukraine later evolved as a nation. During the repressive Stalinist era, however, there was little room for any kind of Ukrainian cultural self-expression, but this eased somewhat later on.

         Nikita Khrushchev, a Ukrainian, led the USSR after Stalin’s death in 1953 and until 1964. Under Khrushchev, Ukraine’s status in the USSR was elevated to the most important of the Soviet republics behind Russia. In 1954, Khrushchev signed off on a symbolic 24handing over of Crimea to the Soviet authorities in Ukraine. Stalin had already deported most of the ethnically Turkic Tatar residents of Crimea to central Asia, and Khrushchev found it in Moscow’s interests to leave Crimea in Kyiv’s hands to further the job of ‘Europeanising’ the peninsula. This was ‘the affirmative action empire’ in practice, quipped Terry Martin, a scholar of the USSR, making reference to Russians always being at the top of the tree while various other nationalities were tolerated only to the extent that they didn’t threaten this hierarchy.¶¶38 

         Some of our most defining Cold War-era images of Soviet repression of national movements come from two episodes: in 1956, when Soviet troops brutally crushed the Hungarian uprising; and the 1968 Prague Spring, when a Czechoslovak attempt at local reform was met by an enduring Soviet occupation. It is important to recall that Hungary and Czechoslovakia had since 1955 been bound to Russia as members of the Warsaw Pact, and there was a big difference between this formula and the Soviet socialist republics (SSRs). Moscow saw in the SSRs an inner core to its sphere of influence, and assumed far more obedience from them as a result.

         There were fifteen SSRs in the USSR’s latter years: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belorussia, Estonia, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kirghizia, Latvia, Lithuania, Moldavia, Russia, Tajikistan, Turkmenia, Ukraine and Uzbekistan. Russia was the largest, followed by Kazakhstan and Ukraine. Of all the SSRs, Russia’s cultural relationship and economic reliance on Ukraine was perhaps the strongest.

         Russian empires had always benefited economically from possession of Ukraine. In the Tsarist era, Ukraine was initially a major agricultural region, and the Donbas was later built up as a centre 25for mining and metallurgical industries. In the Soviet era, Ukraine retained these functions and became the transit corridor through which the oil and gas industry in west Siberia could sell its commodities to Europe. The USSR invested in Ukraine’s industrialisation, also building up its defence sector (Kharkiv housed a railway and tank factory, for instance, while warships were built alongside Ukraine’s Black Sea coast). Under the USSR’s command economy, the Russian and Ukrainian economies and defence sectors became increasingly fused together.39 

         Which is why, when the USSR fragmented, many people in Russia’s economic and political elites felt a keen sense of loss as Ukraine split away, arguably more so than with the other SSRs. Conversely, Ukrainians who had longed for their nation’s independence and had so far been denied any oxygen now came to the surface gasping for air.

         THE LURE OF EMPIRE

         In sum, Russia and Ukraine are the product of imperial legacies that come from different sides of the same coin: Russia on the ‘head’ side as the ex-imperial overlord; Ukraine on the ‘tail’ side of the exdominion. For Russia, the temptation for imperial revival in some form or another would always be present, and it would become especially acute under Putin’s rule.40

         An exemplar of the gravitational pull of empire is the contemporary Russian academic Alexander Dugin. Whether or not the Kremlin listens to Dugin, his views are of interest as a bellwether of intellectual opinion towards adapting Russia’s imperial afterlife to the modern world. Born in 1962, Dugin has been banging this drum in his books since the 1990s, imploring Russia to avoid the temptation of globalism. He argued that ‘adopting the 26Western model [for Russia] would amount to geopolitical and cultural death’, and that empire remained the only political system able to harness the national and religious diversity of the Eurasian space.41

         Two weeks after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine began in 2022, Dugin delivered a lecture: ‘The language of the West does not want to hear anything of the language of Russia. And the language of the West is almost the language of the world, so we are isolated, and nobody is going to hear us … Now we are going to speak our own language.’42

         Revelling in Russia’s outsider status, Dugin referenced an old debate between two influential US political scientists from the early 1990s: ‘[Samuel] Huntington was absolutely right [with his Clash of Civilizations thesis] and [Francis] Fukuyama was absolutely wrong [with his End of History thesis on the final victory of liberal democracy].’ Then came Dugin’s chilling punchline: ‘There are civilisations and one of them is Russia. And we had no other way of proving Huntington was right than attacking Ukraine. It’s us who started this conflictual situation in order to be heard.’43

         This astonishing diatribe conveys the Russian elite’s sense of persecution, the only answer to which in Dugin’s and Putin’s minds was to come out fighting, if nothing else to prove to the USA and the Western world that Russia’s imperial instincts could never be cowed. Whereas Fukuyama had posited the final victory of a US-led liberal democratic model at the end of the Cold War, Huntington argued against there being a universally applicable model for social and political affairs, pointing instead to the prevalence of many highly contrasting civilisational blocs.

         The reference to Samuel Huntington also brings to mind the fact that Ukraine was always highly vulnerable to instability. 27Huntington’s passage on Ukraine from The Clash of Civilizations, written in 1993, became notorious for forecasting the coming problems. Calling Ukraine a ‘cleft country with two distinct cultures’, he says that

         
            at times in the past, western Ukraine was part of Poland, Lithuania, and the Austro-Hungarian empire … Historically, western Ukrainians have spoken Ukrainian and have been strongly nationalist in their outlook … practised Orthodox rites but acknowledged the authority of the Pope … The people of eastern Ukraine, on the other hand, have been overwhelmingly Orthodox and have in large part spoken Russian.

         

         Most importantly, these are not ethnic but cultural differences, in which the inhabits of east and west Ukraine were the products of different historical and cultural influences, most obviously represented in the varying prevalence of the Ukrainian and Russian languages. Huntington quoted a Russian general speaking back in the 1990s, who said, ‘Ukraine, or rather eastern Ukraine, can come back to us in five, ten or fifteen years. Western Ukraine can go to hell!’44

         
            * * *

         

         For its part, as this brief history lesson has demonstrated, Ukraine is itself a product of multiple imperial legacies, ranging from the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth to the Austro-Hungarian Empire in addition to its Russian influences.45 Approximately a fifth of Ukrainians were ruled not by the Tsar but from Vienna, and in Austrian Galicia, Ukrainian high culture thrived. Indeed, Lviv was Galicia’s chief city, and it was granted a degree of autonomy in 281871, four years after Austria and Hungary had amalgamated their kingdoms.46

         The American academic Timothy Snyder has written of ‘people today with great vested interests in showing, for example, that Ukraine was the “construction” of Austrian (German, Polish, whatever) agents’, while ‘others are committed to the view of an “essentially” continuous Ukrainian history’.47 All nations come from somewhere, and all tend to have confusing and at times interrupted histories, and have origin stories that provoke the deepest emotions in those who endorse or condemn these narratives.

         Two heads are good, but three teeth are better! So goes a Ukrainian witticism comparing Russia’s two-headed imperial eagle and Ukraine’s trident symbol. After 1991, keeping relations between these countries good humoured would be a challenge of the highest order.
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            † Wilson discusses ‘both Ukrainian nationalists’ flight of fancy and Russian and other rival nationalities’ attempts to belittle or deny Ukraine’, adding that ‘the Ukrainians may now be becoming a nation before our very eyes, but this does not mean that they were … always destined to become such’.

            ‡ Anne Applebaum describes Viktor Yushchenko, President from 2005 to 2010, as ‘the first President of Ukraine without a Communist pedigree … He made references to the Holodomor in his inaugural speech and created a National Memory Institute with Holodomor research at its heart … Yushchenko understood the power of the famine as a unifying national memory for Ukrainians, especially because it had been so long denied.’

            § With enduring thanks to Professor Christopher Reed for an outstanding primary source-led module on 1917.

            ¶ After gaining independence in 1991, Belorussia began to refer to itself as Belarus.

            || These Black Sea conquests brought into Russian control ‘the mouths of the Dnieper and Dniester Rivers for the first time’.

            ** Adam Hochschild recounts, ‘Unfortunately for the Allies, though Russia’s army was the largest on earth, it was also the most inept … Soon after this debacle [at Tannenberg], the Germans crushed a second invading Russian army … The Russian commanding general fled home by car. All in all, during a month of fighting, the Russians suffered 310,000 men killed, wounded or taken prisoner, as well as the loss of 650 artillery pieces. Industrial war had taken an instant and devastating toll of their half-industrialised country.’

            †† Robert Service: ‘Withdrawal of the German forces gave Lenin his opportunity to invade these regions and set up organs of “Soviet power”. The Red Army made rapid progress and at Lenin’s insistence, it did not incorporate the region into the Russian Socialist Federal Soviet Republic but established independent Soviet republics in Estonia, Lithuania and Belorussia, Latvia and Ukraine … His party were aghast at this; but he tried to explain that the communist parties in the republics would be treated as mere regional organisations of the Russian Communist Party. Real power would not be in the “independent” Soviet republics but in Moscow.’

            ‡‡ In Richard Overy’s view, ‘The Soviet Union bore the brunt of the German onslaught and broke the back of German power. For years the Western version of the war played down this uncomfortable fact, while exaggerating the success of democratic war-making.’

            §§ Anna Matveeva outlines how in western Ukraine ‘attitudes towards the Soviet system, which was seen as “Russian”, were negative and epitomised by discourse that presented Ukraine as a victim of Russian colonisation’.

            ¶¶ Terry Martin called the USSR ‘an extraordinarily invasive, centralised, and violent state formally structured as a federation of sovereign nations’.
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